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SPANISH AND FRENCH RELICS IN AMERICA 

By J. Neilson Barry, Spokane. 

Should you ask me, whence these strange words ? 

Such as mustang and mosquito, 

Such as alkali and stampede, 

Such as tule, trail and sorghum, 

Words like prairie and bonanza, 

Like coulee, ranch and two-bits, 

Alligator and tamale; 

Words which sound peculiar 

To some region or condition, 

Yet familiar in our language? 

I should answer, I should tell you 

From the Frenchman and the Spaniard, 

From the first whites in this country, 

From those races which have been here 

And have left these words as relics 

Of their former occupation. 

PART I. 

Odd Reminders of Spanish Settlement. 

The methods of the ancient Greeks and Romans in build- 
ing their houses around an open court was adopted by the 
Spaniards and by them introduced into America, and today 
this custom is still found in Oregon where sometimes the 
livery stable, or corral, consists of a large central enclosure 
surrounded by sheds opening into it, which is one of the 
surviving memorials of the time when the southern boundary 
of Oregon was the northern boundary of Spanish territory. 

Both the southeastern and the southwestern portions of 
the United States were once occupied by the Spaniards, and 
the flag of Spain once waved over St. Louis, Mo., and al- 
though the tide of Anglo Saxon civilization has flowed over 
their ancient dominions it is but natural that there should 
be found here and there much that reminds one of those 
earliest white settlers, and it is interesting to notice how certain 
Spanish words have become incorporated into our language, 
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and also how characteristic they are to those parts of the 
country where the Spaniard lived. 

From the southeastern portion of the United States we 
have words with characteristics associated with that section — 
alligator, mosquito, sorghum, sassafras, savanna, negro, mulat- 
to, quadroon and octoroon, as well as creole and piccaninny. 

Florida was given its name by Ponce de Leon, while Cortez 
gave the name California, which is a perpetual reminder of him, 
The dark red waters of the Colorado river gave it its Spanish 
name which has since been extended to the State, and in a 
similar way the Spanish word for snow-clad mountains be- 
came the name Nevada. 

The wide prairies of the southwest which were at one time 
part of the Spanish dominion became in time the ranges for 
the cattle of the American cowboys, and it is but natural not 
only that some Spanish words should have become incor- 
porated into our language, but also that they should be charac- 
teristic of that section. 

The Spanish rancho has become our word ranch, and their 
word pueblo used for the aboriginal towns is still associated 
with adobie, the dried mud which was the most available 
building material in that timberless region of scanty rainfall, 
while cactus and chaparral have a distinct flavor of the old 
ranges where now so much alfalfa is being cultivated. 

The riding leggings of the cattlemen are called chaps, 
which is a shortened form of chaparigos, while in the early 
days the scarcity of iron on the plains necessitated some sub- 
stitute for buckles, so that the cinch was used for the girth, 
with the latigo, a strap to fasten it. The hackamore was a 
bridle without a bit, with its bossal or nose piece. The cattle 
were roped with a lariat, and the raw-hide ring for the noose 
was called a honda, while the cowboy used a quirt to urge his 
steed, whether mustang or broncho, which if of variegated 
color was called a pinto. A more humble animal was termed 
a burro, although now sometimes called the Rocky Mountain 
canary. 
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It is said that when General Lew Wallace returned from 
Mexico he placed in his car of freight his little son's burro, 
and the clerk in the railroad office in Indianapolis not being 
familiar with the Spanish word telegraphed that the freight 
car had arrived "short one bureau, long one donkey," to 
which General Wallace telegraphed in reply "change places 
with the donkey." 

The Sawtooth Mountains of the West are known by the 
Spanish equivalent Sierras, while canyon and llano are now 
familiar words to us all. The storms of the southwest have 
given us our words cyclone and in the southeast tornado, 
while other dangers are recalled by desperado and stampede. 

The rushes in the western lakes are still called tides, and 
the miners of the early days learned from the Spaniards the 
terms Eldorado and bonanza. In more modern times the 
tamale is winning an ever-increasing popularity. 

When the early miners flocked to California they carried 
with them comparatively few small coins, but they found that 
the Spanish real which they called a "bit" was the equivalent 
of twelve and a half cents, so the terms so characteristic of 
the West, "two-bits," "six-bits," originated. 

It seems strange that these terms should have any connec- 
tion with our dollar mark, $, and yet the American dollar 
adopted for our decimal system was originally the Spanish 
eight real piece, although few school boys who have read in 
Robinson Crusoe of the old "pieces of eight" have recognized 
our coveted coin under that designation. 

In ancient times the Dutch traders who visited the Spanish 
settlements in America used a silver coin known as the Thaller, 
which was exactly equivalent to eight Spanish reals. The name 
was shortened from "Jmchimsthaler," the silver having been 
mined in the vale or valley of Joachim in Bohemia, but the 
Dutch tongue pronounced the word Thaller as "Dollar." 

The old method of designating the eight real piece, or dollar, 
seems to have been to make the figure eight and then to draw a 
cancellation line through it, as in many other well known ab- 
breviations, for example cent, barrel, etc. 
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While examining some ancient parchments the writer of 
this sketch was struck with the peculiar manner in which 
the figure eight was written, similar to the dollar mark but 
with only one short downward stroke. The idea occurred 
that the use of the quill pen might account for this style of 
forming the figure, which was verified by an experiment 
which anyone can easily make with a quill toothpick. The 
origin of the dollar mark can be thus explained as to the 
old style of the figure eight with a cancellation mark to 
designate thallers or pieces of eight. 

When the California miners made small change with the 
little Spanish reals or "bits," they were using the system which 
had been customary before the United States government 
adopted the eight real piece as its standard for a decimal 
system of coinage. 

PART II. 

The flotsam and the jetsam on a sea beach mark not only 
the extent of a receding tide but also the character of what 
had been carried on the waters. In a similar way the area of 
the North American continent to which French influence has 
formerly extended is indicated by French names of places 
so widely scattered as from Montreal to St. Louis and New 
Orleans, and from Lake Champlain to The Dalles and Des 
Chutes in Oregon. Many French words which have become 
incorporated into our distinctively American speech suggest 
peculiarities of the country occupied by the French as well 
as of the character of their occupancy. 

The French were first attracted to America by the cod 
fishing on that part of the Atlantic coast where there are many 
islands, and the spelling of Maine for the mainland is said 
to have been the result of French influence. 

Louisiana, which formerly extended over practically the 
entire Mississippi Valley, preserves the name of a French 
king and reminds us of the early French settlements on our 
largest river, while such French words as plantation, barge 
and levee recall characteristics of that region, while the French 
word pickayune for the ancient Spanish coin, the value of half 
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a Spanish real, indicates the fact that New Orleans was form- 
erly occupied by both the Spanish and the French. 

The Green Mountains are inseparably associated with Ethan 
Allen and other distinctively American patriots, and yet the 
extent of French influence in that section is indicated by the 
fact that those mountains have given their name to Vermont 
under a French form. 

Pittsburg although of peculiarly English derivation, reminds 
us of its original name Fort Duquesne and of Braddock's de- 
feat, while Nova Scotia recalls its ancient French name Arcadia 
and the tragedy of Evangeline. • 

The French-Canadian trappers roamed extensively over the 
great west and French words peculiarly characteristic of this 
region have become incorporated into our language, such as 
prairie, butte, coulee, cascade and alkali, which have a distinct 
local flavor, while the habits of those couriers are suggested 
by such words as trail, portage and cache. 

The original names for many Indian tribes have been super- 
seded by such French designations as Coeur cTAlene, Nez 
Perce and Pend a"Oreille, while the French spelling for 
Spokane and Willamette* is the cause of amusing blunders by 
many a tenderfoot from the effete East. 



•Note. — While the impression prevails generally that the word "Willamette" 
is a French corruption of an Indian word some times spelled "Wallamet" — indeed, 
it is spelled more than a dozen other ways — yet it is possible that that opinion 
may be incorrect for a number of reasons: 

(i) A few years ago I secured for the Oregon Historical Society Volume II 
of the "Reports of Explorations and Surveys to ascertain the most practicable 
and economical route for a railroad from the Mississippi River to the Pacific 
Ocean, made under the direction of the Secretary of War, in 1853-1856, and 
printed in Washington, D. C, in 1861, in which appears the 'Reduced Section 
of a Sketch of the Western Part of North America Between Latitudes 35 and 52 
North, 1818.' The origin of this map is described as follows: 'This map of an 
extent of country including more than twenty degrees of latitude and fifty of 
longitude, was originally drawn under the inspection of William Rector, Esquire, 
surveyor of the United States for the territories of Missouri and Illinois, and 
was by him presented to the General Land Office January 21, 1818. It is prob- 
ably the most correct map of the country now extant." Signed, Joseph Meigs. 
On this map the word under discussion is spelled "Willamette," and indicates the 
river. If the word is derived from French sources the foregoing would indicate 
that it came from some one in the vicinity of Saint Louis, as there were no 
Frenchmen in the "Oregon Country" prior to 1818 except a few employees of 
Astor's Pacific Fur Company, and nothing from any of them was published 
until Gabriel Franchere issued his "Narrative" in French language in 1810. 

(2) In November, 1901, I found a gentleman in Washington, D. C, named 
"J. B. Willamette." He was a stenographer, and had been for many years, 
and was at least sixty years old. He pronounced the word as it is generally 
spoken in Oregon, with accent on the second syllable. He said he belonged to 
the seventh generation of his family born in the United States, but was of Scotch- 
Irish origin, according to the family traditions. — George H. Himes, Assistant 
Secretary. 
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It sometimes happens that a borrowed umbrella is not re- 
turned until the original owner is able to recognize its identity 
with difficulty, and the same appears to be the case with our 
English word "free-booter," so associated with the ancient 
buccaneers of the Spanish main, because as the result of French 
spelling and French pronunciation it has returned to us under 
the form of filibuster so altered that even its mother tongue 
can scarcely recognize it. 

This, however, has been doubly revenged by the Indians 
who have committed similar atrocities upon two French 
words, their attempt to pronounce the French word for Eng- 
lish to designate the first white settlers in Massachusetts hav- 
ing resulted in Yankee, which would appear to indicate that 
the red men are not adepts in regard to correct French pro- 
nunciation, which is also illustrated by their having adopted 
Siwash as the Indian-French for savage, which they doubtless 
regarded as a very honorable designation. 

American Falls in Idaho might appear so distinctively patri- 
otic as to preclude any possibility of French influence, and 
yet it originated in the early days when practically the only 
white men in this region were French-Canadian trappers and 
was given because one of the first parties of Americans in 
this section were drowned at those falls in the Snake river. 

The advent of Americans into this region was the result of 
the great tide of Anglo Saxon civilization which has spread 
over the area once occupied by the French and these names 
and words of French origin so widely scattered over the 
country are but flotsam and jetsam of the tide which pre- 
ceded it. 



